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A focus on digital development cooperation as a cornerstone in Europe’s digital connectivity agenda offers
opportunities to act on long-term challenges and addresses several key priorities identified by the European
Commission in third countries. This article develops an argument for strengthening Europe’s agenda on digital
development cooperation, specifically in the Indo-Pacific region. After first conceptualizing digital development
cooperation, we argue that the key reasons for the EU to step up its digital development efforts in the Indo-Pacific

region are the societal impact of disruptive technologies; the power shift towards the Indo-Pacific; the expanding
clout of the Chinese Digital Silk Road; and the implications of the US-China tech conflict. The EU’s 2030 Digital
Compass provides an ideal framework to envision the digital development cooperation initiatives of European
and Asian players. The EU can benefit from cooperation and coordination with like-minded partners in the Indo-

Pacific.

1. Introduction

A focus on digital development cooperation as a cornerstone in
Europe’s digital connectivity agenda offers opportunities to act on long-
term challenges and addresses several key priorities identified by the
European Commission and its member states in third countries (Euro-
pean Parliament Members’ Research Service, 2020). Digital develop-
ment cooperation is important for both developmental and normative
reasons, as it helps countries to reap the benefits from the digital tran-
sition - for example by facilitating broadband access, introducing digital
tools to reap higher yields from agricultural land or to improve gover-
nance, and providing access to bank accounts that will support access to
finance for the poor as well as women in business. Set against a context
of rising digital authoritarianism, this will also contribute to the spread
of liberal norms like openness, transparency and privacy in the digital
domain.

Digital cooperation efforts by the EU and its member states are
largely shaped by three, partly overlapping domains: the connectivity
agenda, the digital agenda, and the regional agenda - in our case, for the
Indo-Pacific. Future EU action on digital development cooperation will
depend on a coordinated approach by policymakers and stakeholders

working in these fields. This requires a proper understanding of evolving
policies in these three fields and a joined-up approach of relevant in-
stitutions, which until now have largely been discussed and acted
separately. Our article may be understood as an attempt to clarify the
interlinkages between the three agendas. Also, it develops an argument
for strengthening Europe’s agenda on digital development cooperation,
specifically in the Indo-Pacific region.

After first conceptualizing digital development cooperation, we
argue that the key reasons for the EU to step up its digital development
efforts in the Indo-Pacific region are the societal impact of disruptive
technologies; the power shift towards the Indo-Pacific; the expanding
clout of the Chinese Digital Silk Road; and the implications of the US-
China tech conflict. Next, we discuss Europe’s tilt towards the Indo-
Pacific since 2020. Building on these insights, the final section ana-
lyses the digital development cooperation activities and future agenda of
the EU and its member states as well as Asian countries along the frame
provided in the 2030 Digital Compass published in March 2021. In this
document, the Commission sets out the direction of ‘Europe’s Digital
Decade.” The four core objectives are the furthering of (1) digitally
skilled citizens and highly skilled digital professionals; (2) to secure
performant and sustainable digital infrastructures; (3) the digital
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transformation of businesses; and (4) the digitalisation of public services
(European Commission, 2021a).

Our analysis suggests that the EU can benefit from cooperation and
coordination with like-minded partners in the Indo-Pacific. We argue
that all four dimensions of Europe’s Digital Compass must also be
considered in (relation to) third countries, especially developing coun-
tries and emerging economies in the Indo-Pacific; which is not the case
today. That is moving beyond the bilateral context of connectivity
partnerships, like that between the EU and Japan and the EU and India,
and acting in a region where growth, security and stability is a key in-
terest of the EU and its member states as well. Europe’s long-term sta-
bility depends on a more international strategy to defend Europe’s
interests in the digital age. A focus on digital connectivity, and digital
development cooperation as a key element of this agenda, will be
instrumental to this.

Empirical evidence and examples for existing and the potential for
future projects will be from one region in particular, namely the Indo-
Pacific region where China’s presence has been most substantial and
where the stakes for Europe are thus rising. China is a relatively newer
player but also the country that invests most funds in the digital domain.
At the same time, countries like Australia, Japan, South Korea, Taiwan,
and Singapore have been setting up capacity-building projects to
improve cybersecurity and government and business digital infrastruc-
ture, security, and norms in ASEAN member states. For comparison
purposes, we at times consider selected examples of European initiatives
in Africa, which can be seen as models for a more active stance in
developing countries in the Indo-Pacific.

2. What is digital development cooperation?

In essence, digital development cooperation’ entails efforts to help
developing countries and emerging economies to reap the benefits and
address challenges of the digital transformation that developed coun-
tries go through as well. Although it is certainly not a new phenomenon
and not the only tool used for this objective, scholarly and practical
thinking about digital development cooperation needs to reflect on the
current challenges and opportunities. This involves examination and
reevaluation of the subject in its proper geopolitical context - that is, set
against shifting global power balances and a hardening US-China tech-
data conflict, and the accompanying battle for norms and standards in
the digital domain. Clearly, digital development cooperation is rising in
importance, but the concept itself has not yet received sufficient
recognition in the academic and policy debate and have not yet led to a
mainstreaming of the digital dimension in development policy and
practice, in the same way, green development cooperation has
normalized ecological and environmental considerations in develop-
ment projects. It should be considered hand in hand with other in-
struments, such as trade promotion efforts that help develop business-to-
business relations to stimulate local digital economies.

Digital development cooperation thus goes beyond the grants and
loans for traditional ICT-projects, which have been in place for decades,
and technical training on the ground or in the donor country. It includes
assistance with the design and implementation of infrastructural
broadband projects, as well as capacity building with the aim of
governance of the digital domain that reflect norms and values of a free
and open internet (Pawlak & Barmpaliou, 2017; Global Forum on Cyber
Expertize (GFCE), 2021; World Bank Group, 2019).

! In an earlier paper (Okano-Heijmans & Vosse, 2020) we used the concept
“digital ODA,” however, reflecting on comments from some reviewers that ODA
is a concept defined by the OECD as grants, loans and technical assistance, we
now use the term ‘digital development cooperation’ as a broader concept that
includes public—private partnerships, the activities of non-governmental orga-
nizations, and the activities such as technical assistance and norm-setting. See
also Table 1.
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Digital development cooperation involves each of digital con-
nectivity’s three strands — namely (a) telecommunications infrastruc-
ture, (b) regulation and (c) business — and has both practical and
strategic objectives.

In the regulatory field, the digital development cooperation-agenda
primarily involves digital capacity building — that is, assisting third
countries on how to establish data protection structures and prevent
cybercrime, and cross-border e-commerce and data transfer rules. This
includes training, scholarships and dialogues to exchange information
and best practices. In doing so, the EU can also promote an inclusive,
human-centred ICT environment that emphasizes transparency, open-
ness and privacy of users in the digital domain. The General Data Pro-
tection Act (GDPR) is by now recognized by many third countries as a
‘golden standard’ that can inspire national legislation elsewhere, and the
EU can draw inspiration from this success to strengthen dialogues with
third countries on other regulation (that is partly still in the making),
such as for trustworthy Artificial Intelligence (Al Regulation), and of
digital markets (the Digital Markets Act, balancing innovation and
fairness), digital services (the Digital Services Act, to protect freedom of
speech online), and data (the Data Governance Act, seeking to establish
a digital identity that puts users in control).

Digital development cooperation in the business-dimension could
help to ensure that these countries can keep the control over their own
data for their domestic business development, rather than allowing
foreign companies to gather local data and use it for their own benefit.
Digital financial inclusion and a focus on fintech can also contribute to
such private-sector development.

Finally, on the telecommunications infrastructure side, digital
development cooperation can play a role in helping to design and secure
telecommunication and data infrastructure. After all, as per the EU
Connectivity Strategy, ‘high capacity network links are critical to sup-
port the digital economy (...and...) universal and affordable access to
the internet is a proven enabler of socio-economic development.’
Importantly, digital development cooperation is not an appropriate tool
to promote the actual building of certain telecommunications in-
frastructures, which is contracted from governments to companies. Next
to concessional loans that help finance broadband infrastructure pro-
jects, as part of development cooperation efforts, investment promotion
and investment financing instruments (economic diplomacy) are needed
to promote the adoption by other countries of trusted and secure tele-
communications hardware. A key point to note is that the digital
development cooperation agenda needs to be considered in connection
with other instruments that promote Europe’s digital interests in this
field.

Table 1 is an attempt to highlight the difference between our concept
of digital development cooperation and established concepts like ca-
pacity building, development assistance or cooperation, and the World
Bank’s development partnership as a response to UN SDG target 9.c,
aiming for a significant increase in access to ICT and universal and
affordable access to the Internet in least developed countries.

Digital development cooperation received a significant push with the
creation in December 2018 of the European Union-African Union Digital
Economy Task Force (EU-AU DETF), a multi-stakeholder platform that
includes the private sector, donors, international organisations, finan-
cial institutions and civil society. The task force published a report in
June 2019 relaying a shared vision, a set of common agreed principles
and a list of policy recommendations and actions focusing on four main
objectives. There is a remarkable overlap between the EU-AU DETF
report and the 2030 Digital Compass. They share the same key objec-
tives, namely (1) access to affordable broadband connectivity and dig-
ital infrastructure; (2) the development of digital skills; (3) support for
digital entrepreneurship; and (4) development and support for e-ser-
vices: e-government, smart cities, e-commerce and eHealth (European
Commission, 2020).

Another instrumental push towards greater EU action on digital
development cooperation came in December 2020 with the report of the
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Table 1
Distinguishing aspects of digital development cooperation.
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Digital Development Cyber Capacity OECD Development Assistance/ World Bank Digital Development Partnership /
cooperation Building Cooperation UN SDG 9c

Instruments

Cyber capacity building YES YES Limited

Technical Assistance/ Training YES YES Limited

ICT Infrastructure Development YES - YES

Loans for expanding ICT network YES - YES YES

Grants for expanding ICT network  YES - YES YES

Public-private partnerships YES YES Limited YES

New objectives

B2B in ICT YES Limited

Privacy Protection YES Limited -

Protection against cyber attacks YES YES -

Free and open internet YES YES -

Preventing dominance of a few YES - -

companies
Digital Divide YES - YES YES

European Parliament (EP) prepared by EP Member Reinhard Biitikofer
(Biitikofer, 2020). The report calls on the European Commission and the
EEAS to bring the EU Connectivity Strategy to a global level. Amongst
many other things, it recommends that the Commission identifies real
needs for targeted digital development cooperation and strengthen
partnerships with democracies around the world that share our funda-
mental values.

We argue that success in digital development cooperation requires
that these first steps and intentional documents have to be followed by
concrete activities and projects by the EU and its member states. We
would secondly argue that while projects on the African continent and in
the European neighbourhood - where most EU development efforts focus
today - should be continued, Europe also needs to turn its focus to the
Indo-Pacific region. So far, the combined share of EU development
assistance to Asia was less than 13%. India with a of 300 million Euros is
the only country in the top-10 recipients of EU gross bilateral ODA>.

Digital development cooperation requires that it is properly budg-
eted, staffed and coordinated, which is not the case today. Also, pro-
grammes need to target more than the traditional developing countries®.
Finally, digital development cooperation stands to benefit from better
coordination and best practice learning between various players. This
article aims to contribute to this latter point.

3. Why digital development cooperation in the Indo-Pacific?

As digital technologies profoundly reshape societies, countries risk
being left behind in the fourth industrial revolution and becoming a
playground of US-China rivalry. This leaves the EU and its member
states — with partners — with a role and responsibility to show that there
are alternatives, beyond what China and the US propose. Digital
development cooperation can contribute to securing liberal norms like
openness and transparency, rather than allowing an all too strong state
or dependence on giant tech companies. After all, long-term support of
third countries’ governments can only be achieved through persuasion,
and not force. Four key reasons to invest in digital development coop-
eration, in particular in the Indo-Pacific, are thus: (1) rapid technolog-
ical development and its impact on society; (2) the power shift towards
the Indo-Pacific; (3) concerns related to China’s Digital Silk Road; and

2 See: OECD (2021), Aid ata glance charts, at: https://www.oecd.org/dac/fin
ancing-sustainable-development/development-finance-data/aid-at-a-glance.
htm

3 This seems to be the case with the Neighbourhood, Development and In-
ternational Cooperation Instrument (NDICI) instrument) which aims to spend
almost €30 billion on Sub-Saharan Africa and €8.5 billion in Asia and the Pacific
countries (as per the EU’s connectivity strategy). See: (European Commission,
2021b).

(4) the US-China tech-data conflict. This section discusses these factors
in more detail.

3.1. Disruptive technologies

Disruptive technologies are fundamentally changing the world we
live in. While they provide great opportunities for innovation and eco-
nomic development, the use of information technology more broadly,
and of cyberspace in particular, is undermining democratic values in
democratic countries and weakening real or potential opposition in
authoritarian states (see for example Barrinha & Renard, 2020). The last
decades have seen a decline of countries that can be considered fully free
or where the majority of the public unconditionally supports democratic
values and the free and open exchange of a wide range of opinions and
lifestyles. Media freedom, for example, is under threat in an increasing
number of countries and governments are less accountable and tolerant
to different ideas than they were just ten years ago. Information and
communication technology (ICT) has played a major role in under-
mining or weakening liberal and democratic values in recent years, such
as some countries in Eastern Europe and the Western Balkans (Freedom
House, 2020). Other studies have shown a similarly worrisome influence
of Chinese information infrastructure and surveillance technology in
countries in the Indo-Pacific region (Nouwens & Lons, 2021; Mochinaga,
2020; LY and Tan, 2020).

As many countries in the Indo-Pacific region have weak democratic
and civil traditions on the one hand, and are still in the early develop-
mental stages on the other, they are more prone to succumb to author-
itarian leadership styles, constraining civil and political rights. At the
same time, European countries, and most countries in the Indo-Pacific,
suffer from the weakness that many of the most powerful tech com-
panies are either US or Chinese owned. Importantly, this also positions
US and Chinese companies as global standard-setters, including for the
gathering, monitoring and use of data, thereby also giving their gov-
ernments a strategic advantage. The fact that Europe and like-minded
countries in the Indo-Pacific also have a different vision of the use of
these advanced technologies, is an incentive for closer cooperation on
developing their own, or protecting their data and eventually the sur-
vival of their respective economic, political and socio-cultural visions.

3.2. Economic and power shift towards the Indo-Pacific

Over the last two decades, we have witnessed a tectonic power shift
from major Western economies and political players who ruled the
world for the last century towards the Indo-Pacific potentially under the
leadership of China. The share of GDP (PPP) that is produced in the Indo-
Pacific region has reached 62% of world GDP in 2020, while the EU
share has shrunk to just 15%, and is predicted to shrink even further over
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the next decade. China is already the major extra-EU trading partner for
most European countries as well as most countries in the Indo-Pacific.

The Indo-Pacific is home to three out of the four largest economies
outside the EU (China, Japan and India) and by 2030, 90 percent of 2.4
billion new middle income class members will come from the Indo-
Pacific region. Stability in the Indo-Pacific is crucial for the stable and
secure supply of critical goods, which depends on open maritime and
trade routes. In addition, countries in the region are key players to
tackling global challenges, such as climate change, pandemics and
poverty reduction. This also goes for a properly functioning interna-
tional legal order.

As detailed in section four, by March 2021, the European Commis-
sion and the High Representative of the European Union for Foreign
Affairs and Security Policy Josep Borrell had started to act on the fact
that the “shift in the world’s centre of gravity to the Indo-Pacific started
years ago” and that the EU needed “to look at the consequences in geo-
political and geo-economic terms.” The EU and the member states are
thus now redefining their approach to the Indo-Pacific, in which the EU
Connectivity strategy would need to play a central role (Borrell, 2021).
An EU Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific was announced in the
EU Council Conclusions of April 2021, with a comprehensive Joint
Communication of the EU High Representative and the European
Commission expected to follow in September 2021 (Council of the Eu-
ropean Union, 2021a).

3.3. China’s Digital Silk Road

China is a key player in digital connectivity in the Indo-Pacific and
beyond. Its Digital Silk Road (DSR), part of the broader Belt and Road
Initiative, aims at promoting and facilitating the digital economy,
including cross-border e-commerce and digital payment systems, in
developing countries and emerging economies (Majcherczyk & Shu-
giang, 2019). DSR contributes to ICT infrastructure that provides access
to the internet and aims to establish an inter-regional credit guarantee
mechanism to cope with the complexities of the online trading envi-
ronment. Chinese ICT infrastructure investment was until 2017 rela-
tively small compared to other sectors like transportation, construction
and energy, accounting for 29.3%, 22.6% and 20.0% of total projects
respectively, compared to 2.7% for the ICT sector (Gong et al., 2019,
p. 4-5).

Chinese activities under the DSR are increasingly also seen as a threat
to the so-called free and open internet. Since the early 2010s, the in-
fluence of the Chinese IT sector has vastly grown, especially in the area
of 5G infrastructure technology and companies like Huawei or ZTE.
Huawei has a global market share of 28 percent and ZTE one of 10
percent in 5G equipment. With its “Made in China” strategy, China aims
at becoming the global technological leader for a whole range of future
technologies, from telecommunications, Al infrastructure, 3D printing,
online payment systems to online cultural exchange (e.g. WeChat) to
digital governance, data management and cybersecurity.

Developing countries in the Indo-Pacific region with weak demo-
cratic and civil traditions are an ideal target for Chinese ICT infra-
structure investment, which provides their governments with control
and surveillance instruments. In turn, these instruments can be used to
strengthen their hold of power while giving Chinese companies (and as
an extension, the state) a potential backdoor to their data. Europe shares
the concern for a global shift towards a less liberal or post-liberal world
order with like-minded countries in the Indo-Pacific and beyond, facil-
itated in large part by the growing power and influence of social media
and information and communications technology more broadly.

China has also been actively involved in capacity building in Africa
as well as in ASEAN countries. For example in 2013, it hosted the First
Workshop of the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) on cybersecurity
(Homburger, 2019, p. 235). China is also actively engaging in partner-
ships with the Shanghai Cooperation Organization to shape their cyber
norms through establishing their Code of Conduct. Zine Homburger
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(2019) discussed the feasibility of cyber capacity building for the debate
on international norms in cyberspace. Her results indicate that the evi-
dence for a direct effect is rather weak, but is worried that rather leading
to norm cohesion, it might lead to norm fragmentation. Important in the
context of the main argument of this paper, she also stresses that cyber
capacity building alone will not necessarily lead to changes in cyber
norms. So, while recognizing the added value for countries that seek to
reap the benefits of the digital era, there is little doubt that Chinese ICT
has also been a factor in further weakening civic and political norms and
practice in a number of countries in the Indo-Pacific region. This in-
cludes providing authoritarian leaning countries with surveillance
technology that will further tighten the state’s hold on power in coun-
tries such as Cambodia, Myanmar, Pakistan and the Philippines - but
also beyond the Indo-Pacific: Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Zimbabwe
(Kyodo News, 2019; Harsono, 2020; Murgia & Yang, 2019) and
inspiring other countries, including Cambodia, to establish a China-style
internet firewall (AFP, 2021). Freedom House stresses that China sells
surveillance technology such as face recognition cameras made by
Huawei as in the “Safe City Agreement” with 10 of the 29 countries
categorized as “nations in transit” (NIT) from democratic to authori-
tarian systems. While Chinese influence is not exclusive to these coun-
tries but is increasingly also recognized by Western European countries
as a potential threat to them, the fact that the EU and many of its
member states have been actively engaged to help democratize these
countries and provided political and economic assistance also because of
their geographic proximity, has increasingly become a concern for
Europe (Freedom House, 2020; Dekker et al., 2020).

3.4. The US-China tech conflict

A final geo-strategic reason why European actors have and will need
to become more active in Africa as well as the Indo-Pacific region is the
ongoing so-called US-China tech conflict. The strategic competition
between the US and China that initially focused on tensions in the South
China Sea has contributed to rising antagonisms and a larger great
power military presence. In recent years, this competition has also
intensified economic and technological rivalry that is further height-
ening tensions in the region. A key element herein is standard-setting:
technological and market standards that shape the competitiveness of
companies, as well as governance norms, where democracies increas-
ingly compete with digitally empowered authoritarian states. For
example, the secure and ethical use of smart city applications and data
by authorities must be ensured, lest they contribute to far-going digital
surveillance by states.

The deepening US-China tech war is triggering a decoupling between
a free and open cyberspace in large parts of the Western world, and a
closed or semi-closed cyberspace in China and its sphere of influence. In
addition to a decoupling on the software and data side comes a potential
decoupling of hardware and ICT equipment. The era of globalization
with global supply chains which we have seen prosper and grow espe-
cially since the early post-Cold War period might come to an end. Under
president Xi, China has begun a plan towards economic and techno-
logical self-reliance, while an increasing number of Western countries
including most of Europe have abandoned Chinese 5G equipment and
communications technology and limited market access of Chinese social
media companies such as Tiktok (Inkster, 2021; Inkster, 2020; Zeng
et al., 2017).

This is catapulting the EU and its member states in a strategic posi-
tion as a balancing power, seeking to protect their own interests and to
avoid - and helping others to avoid - being forced into a binary choice
between the great powers and to maintain their ability to act autono-
mously. In other words, it is in the EU’s own interest to present an
alternative to what China and the US are offering, especially as di-
vergences arise with the latter on digital governance and economic
policies. Polls among elites in Southeast Asia show that the EU is also
welcomed in such a role, as the number of people who believe that the
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EU will ‘do the right thing’ to contribute to global peace, security,
prosperity and governance’ have grown in 2020 from already high levels
(Seah et al., 2021).

4. Europe’s role in the Indo-Pacific

For most European countries, the Asian region has not traditionally
been a focus of attention of their foreign or development policy. Euro-
pean countries which used to have colonies in the Indo-Pacific region,
namely the United Kingdom and France, or countries like Portugal and
the Netherlands that have long historical and security relationships have
long been the exception. However, over the last decades, economic re-
lations between Europe and countries like Japan, Korea, and China, and
to a lesser degree also some countries in Southeast Asia have deepened.
Today, the EU is the biggest investor in the ASEAN countries and until
2020 was the biggest trading partner of the region, is second only to
Japan as ASEAN’s most favoured and trusted strategic partner in the
hedging game against US-China rivalry (Seah et al., 2021).

China is now the main trading partner outside of the EU of most
European countries. Given that China’s economy is still growing, export-
oriented countries like Germany, the UK and the Netherlands tradi-
tionally have a strong interest in keeping smooth trading relations with
China. In recent years, however, they have developed a more complete
picture of China - not just as an economic partner, but also as a country
with a different political system with a reach beyond its own borders,
and whose approaches do not always align with the more liberal,
transparent and human-centered ideals of Europe. This has led to a
strategic reassessment of China in Brussels - outlined in the 2019 EU-
China Strategic Outlook (European Commission, 2019) - and of many
EU member states.

While a more critical stance in bilateral relations with China is one
side of the coin, deeper cooperation with other countries that share EU
concerns with regard to China may be considered the other side of that
same coin. Steps towards an EU Indo-Pacific approach fall into that
latter category: a push for more comprehensive and assertive indirect
China policy that seeks to balance and restrain — but not to constrain —
China’s growing role and influence in the region as well as on the
multilateral stage. After all, a concert of powers in the Indo-Pacific is
also in Europe’s interests, as the EU’s economic growth, political and
military stability is closely intertwined with that of the region.

Thus, the EU is embarking on its own distinctive strategic approach
to the Indo-Pacific region, following steps in this direction by most of its
strategic partners in Asia - specifically, Japan, the United States, India
and ASEAN. Since the Indo-Pacific as a term has its roots in the maritime
domain, it is hardly surprising that countries in the region have so far
primarily called for greater maritime presence by the EU and specific
member states. While it is indeed important that the EU promotes
maritime security, unhindered safe passage on shipping routes and
maritime governance, European actors have an interest in thinking
beyond the maritime realm as they consider actionable steps. Digital
connectivity is important, as China currently dominates the digital
economy in the Indo-Pacific and has been active in exporting its brand of
‘digital authoritarianism’ through programmes like the Digital Silk
Road. Thus, the EU should look to contribute to open, safe and inclusive
digital connectivity and engage with the thriving digital economies in
the Indo-Pacific to ensure democratic standards are upheld.

To varying degrees, the Indo-Pacific documents of France, Germany
and the Netherlands (that pushed the EU debate) and the EU Indo-
Pacific Strategy (that followed) recognize the challenges and the
importance of action in the digital and cyber domains. Digital devel-
opment cooperation is not explicitly mentioned. After briefly outlining
the relevant core strategic concerns of the EU and its member states
here, examples of existing and possible future digital development
cooperation initiatives that support cybersecurity and the digital trans-
formation are introduced in more detail in the Analysis: Digital develop-
ment cooperation in the Indo-Pacific below.
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France was the first EU member state to develop an Indo-Pacific
Strategy, already starting in 2018. Since 2019, the French government
has been developing strategic partnerships with India, Australia, Japan,
Malaysia, Singapore, New Zealand, Indonesia and Vietnam and has been
working with the ADMM + and its “Plus” Partner countries for decades,
because it wants to actively contribute to the regional security order in
the Indo-Pacific (Ministry of Defense of France, 2019). Because of its
post-colonial ties to the region with sizable French permanent residents
who need to be protected, close cooperation with military forces in the
region, France considers itself an Indo-Pacific power. (Ministry of De-
fense of France, 2019, p. 5). While France’s first Indo-Pacific paper was
published by the Ministry of Defense, its broader interests were articu-
lated in the French Indo-Pacific Strategy (Ministry for Europe and
Foreign Affairs, 2019) and finally by the President on behalf of the
French government (Government of France, 2021). Herein, ‘economy,
connectivity and research and innovation’ are recognized as one of four
pillars, and specific mention is made of the importance of standards and
cyber security.

Germany’s Indo-Pacific policy guidelines stresses shifting of eco-
nomic and political power towards the Indo-Pacific region (Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of Germany, 2020, p. 2). Germany is particularly con-
cerned about a shift to a new bipolar global structure, led by the United
States and China, and equally the hegemonic influence of China in the
Indo-Pacific region (p. 3-4), and prefers a united European approach
towards the Indo-Pacific, based on strengthening multilateralism, a
rules-based order. Germany sees “digital transformation and connec-
tivity” as one of the core areas where Europe needs to provide leader-
ship. It is concerned about an impending split of the so far global
internet, and the setting of new standards and norms, which could
further weaken the influence of European markets but also values and
norms in the world. Therefore, one of these areas where Germany sug-
gests closer cooperation is in cybersecurity and digital connectivity (p. 4,
8.)

Third in line, the Netherlands has also put their stake on the ground
with their Indo-Pacific Guidelines of November 2020. It sees a strong
need for itself and for the EU to step up their efforts in the Indo-Pacific
and develop a distinctive Dutch and EU vision of the region. Also, the
Guidelines call for an intensification of bilateral cooperation with like-
minded countries in the region that share support for democratic
values, the rule of law, human rights, and a transparent and sustainable
market economy. The digital and cyber domain emerges, next to the
maritime domain, as one of one of two focus areas of the Dutch gov-
ernment. The mention in the Dutch Guidelines of courses on building
cyber capacity in ASEAN countries in areas including international law
in the digital domain - although not new - is perhaps the only example of
digital development cooperation in any of the European documents on
the Indo-Pacific (Government of the Netherlands, 2020Db).

At the instigation of the French, German and Dutch governments,
debates about EU action in the Indo-Pacific were starting to be held also
in EU-context from September 2021. In January 2021, Japanese Foreign
Minister Toshimitsu Motegi addressed the European Union’s Foreign
Affairs Council on the topic. An EU Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-
Pacific was subsequently announced in the EU Council Conclusions of
April 2021, with a comprehensive Joint Communication of the EU High
Representative and the European Commission expected to follow in
September 2021. The inclusive European strategy sets out to deepen
cooperation, in particular with like-minded partners, across a broad
range of priority areas, including research and development (R&D)
cooperation and connectivity (Council of the European Union, 2021a).

Summing up, the turn of the EU and its member states to the Indo-
Pacific stems from a concern that the Indo-Pacific region is becoming
the playground of major powers, which would limit the options of
countries in the region and limit the potential influence of Europe.
Therefore, Europe has to reach out to new partners to provide them with
real strategic options, rather than having to choose between the U.S. and
the Chinese model. Digital development cooperation could be one
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important instrument to this objective.
5. Analysis: Digital development cooperation in the Indo-Pacific

Overall, efforts of the EU and its member states in digital develop-
ment cooperation now focus on developing countries in Africa and the
European neighbourhood. Thematically, they mainly address digital
inclusion and enhanced digital resilience, thereby enabling specific
groups to take advantage of the digital revolution (see for example
Government of the Netherlands, 2020a; Digital 4 Development Hub,
2021; European Digital Development Alliance, 2021). Digital infra-
structure, which is the backbone of digitalization and the e-economy,
remains a basic need in many African and Indo-Pacific countries but is a
blind spot in the agenda of European countries. China, by contrast, has
been responding to this need in the developing world. This is important
for European countries, as e-economies that are largely built on Chinese
infrastructure will complicate European digital development coopera-
tion efforts that seek to compel African and Asian governments to make
digital inclusion central to their future development trajectories.

The following paragraphs discuss the digital development coopera-
tion activities and future agenda of the EU and relevant member states as
well as key Asian players along the frame provided in the 2030 Digital
Compass. As stated earlier, this Compass focuses on four fields, namely
digital skills, digital infrastructures; the digital transformation of busi-
nesses and of public services (European Commission, 2021a).

5.1. Digitally skilled citizens and highly skilled digital professionals

A few countries in the Indo-Pacific region, most notably Japan,
Singapore, South Korea, India and Taiwan have started projects and
initiatives with the aim to increase the number of digitally skilled citi-
zens and the quality of training for digital professionals. The EU and
several EU member states’ efforts in this field have been rather scant.

Japan’s core focus in digital development has long been on
improving the cyber capacity of less mature countries with a strong
focus on Southeast Asia. Japan’s National Center of Incident Readiness
and Strategy for Cybersecurity aims at (1) sharing its expertise and co-
ordination of policies, (2) assist in incident response, and (3) capacity
building, and encourages Japanese companies and other stakeholders to
contribute to the security of cyberspace and the security environment in
other countries. Japan’s latest success is the opening of the ASEAN-
Japan Cybersecurity Capacity Building Centre (AJCCBC) in Bangkok
in September 2018. Its core objective is the improvement of skills of
security-related agencies in ten ASEAN countries and the development
of a standardized Incident Reporting Framework across the region by
establishing an ASEAN-CERT.

Singapore is undoubtedly one of the most active players in cyber-
security and cyber capacity building in Southeast Asia and for ASEAN
members in particular. In 2016, Singapore brought telecommunications
and other relevant ministers together for the first ASEAN Ministerial
Conference on Cybersecurity (AMCC), aiming at (1) tighter regional
cybersecurity cooperation and (2) the use of digital technologies for
economic progress and improvement of living standards across the re-
gion. To make such cooperation more permanent and enable practical
and technical cooperation, Singapore suggested the establishment of an
ASEAN Cyber Capacity Program (ACCP) to help ASEAN nations to
improve their IT infrastructure to counter cyber threats, through cyber
capacity-building and confidence-building measures. One result is the
opening of the ASEAN-Singapore Cybersecurity Centre of Excellence
(ASCCE) in Singapore in October 2019.

South Korea’s digital development cooperation is active in Asia and
Africa. In Asia, Korea’s Overseas Infrastructure Development Support
Corporation (KIND) supports Korean companies to advance into the new
southern region’s infrastructure development projects through contin-
uous monitoring and support - bilaterally and through the ASEAN Global
Infrastructure Fund. It also aims at improving the 5G networks in ASEAN
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countries and India through the 2019 5G + Strategy for the realisation of
innovation and growth initiative. In Africa, Korea cooperates in multiple
bilateral and multilateral initiatives on cyber issues.

India’s potential for digital development cooperation stems largely
from its domestic experience with the use of digital tools to spur
development. India had remarkable successes with efforts to enhance
digital financial inclusion through digital payment systems. The ques-
tion now is whether this success can be exported to other developing
countries, either by India as a development player of its own or in a
trilateral format, with European partners. Trilateral cooperation with
Indian companies with a proven track record could facilitate improved
access to countries, particularly in Africa. Cooperation may be sought
with India’s Centre for Digital Financial Inclusion (CDFI), which pro-
motes the use of technology to support its welfare programs and finan-
cial mainstream for the poor, with a valuable track record on digitizing
benefit delivery from, implementing data-driven frameworks from
governance and to farm services; and promoting basic financial literacy
using digital communication tools. For now, it operates within India,
however, its experiences could be of benefit to individuals in many other
developing countries.”

In recent years, the European Union and some of its member states
have also begun to establish their own cyber capacity building projects
in the Indo-Pacific region, and at the same time established or deepend
joint projects with partners such as Japan or Singapore. Examples are
the “Cybersecurity Awareness and Knowledge Systemic High-level
Application” (YAKSHA) project which ran from 2018 to 2020 and
aimed at building partnerships in the cybersecurity domain with ASEAN
countries by developing a solution tailored to specific users and national
needs®.

While these are important steps in the right direction, there is still a
gap between expectations from Asian countries, what the EU is able to
do in the region, and the types and levels of assistance and cooperation
the EU and its member states have provided so far. Chen and Gao
(2020), for example, recognize the deepening of EU-Asia ties in
nontraditional security including cybersecurity and the broadening of
EU-ASEAN, ARF, and ASEM cyber capacity building initiatives and in-
struments (as mentioned above), but they also highlight an effectiveness
and expectation gap. They criticize among others the often low degree of
cohesiveness of EU security policy towards Asia and its over-ambitious
objectives, which can weaken how serious the EU is being taken by
Asian countries.

5.2. Secure, performant and sustainable digital infrastructures

Several European and Indo-Pacific countries have been active in a
number of projects with the aim to secure performant and sustainable
digital infrastructures. The focus here is on fostering sustainable and
secure digital infrastructures, and regulation and governance that re-
spects norms of openness, decentralization, privacy and transparency
that benefit the whole society.

The EU has so far widely neglected the basic element of building hard
infrastructure. This is problematic, as it fails to recognize that digital
societies and e-economies that are largely built on Chinese infrastruc-
ture will complicate development cooperation efforts that seek to
compel Asian governments to make digital inclusion central to their
future development trajectories.

4 See the CDRI website:http://www.cdfi.in/ and author’s interview with
CDRI director Krishnan Dharmarajan on 17 January 2020, Bangalore.

5 The project was funded under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research
and innovation programme and reinforced European Union (EU) and Associa-
tion of SouthEast Asian Nations (ASEAN). See details of the Yaksha Project here:
https://project-yaksha.eu/project
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5.2.1. Internet governance and digital regulation

Like the EU, Japan has a strong incentive in norm-setting and
internet governance such as the United Nations Group of Governmental
Experts (UNGGE) and the United Nations Open-Ended Working Group
(OEWG). Japan is specifically concerned about the undermining of the
free and open internet by some countries (esp. China and Russia), and,
therefore, has started a range of initiatives in less cyber mature countries
in Southeast Asia for strengthening an understanding, awareness and
support for an open and free internet and the rule of law in cyberspace.
The EU and Japan also agree that “existing international law, including
the Charter of the United Nations, applies to cyberspace” and both
actively contribute to “discussions on the individual and specific appli-
cations of existing international law and the development and univer-
salization of norms.” (National Center of Incident Readiness and
Strategy for Cybersecurity (NISC), 2018).

Japan and Europe both favor a multi-stakeholder approach in
Internet governance, which had been used and was and is a successful
approach in global and regional governance, since the 2015 stalemate at
the United Nations Group of Governmental Experts (UNGGE) and the
attempt of Russia and China and to some degree India to set up and
alternative more government focused Open Ended Working Group,
global internet governance has become more difficult for Japan and the
EU. Therefore, the EU and Japan use the EU-Japan cyber security dia-
logue and other fora to coordinate their approach and motions in these
international governing bodies. As the success of this approach in
defending a free and open internet to protect democratic and anti-
authoritarian values heavily depends on convincing the large number
of state actors in the Indo-Pacific region that this is also in their interest,
the EU-Japan policy framework towards the Indo-Pacific already has,
but needs to further emphasize and push for these values. They both
need to make the point that peace and prosperity in the Indo-Pacific is
heavily dependent on an open and transparent internet governance
which needs to include a broad range of political and social (non-state)
actors from within and outside their respective countries.

Among EU member states, Germany’s concrete cooperation initia-
tives in the Indo-Pacific aim at expanding cyber-security cooperation to
protect information and communications systems and collective defence
capabilities with partners with shared values such as Singapore,
Australia, Japan and South Korea. Germany is increasingly concerned
that certain actors are trying to undermine rules-based digital networks
by pushing through rules and regulations which benefit certain state
actors (e.g. internet surveillance, privacy).

France has also been actively involved in deepening scientific and
technological opportunities and highlights lack or shortage of regula-
tions and subsequently the risk that cyberspace and advances in satellite
technology are likely to exacerbate rivalries between states in the Indo-
Pacific (Ministry of Defense of France, 2019, p.5). For this reason,
France is one of the most active European players in science diplomacy
in the Indo-Pacific region, where it has set up dozens of research part-
nerships and outposts of the French research and development agency
(Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs, 2019).

The Dutch Indo-Pacific Guidelines highlights new security threats
such as cyber espionage and cyber attacks, for example on the finance
and banking infrastructure in the region. The Netherlands has already
begun to work with Singapore to improve cyber capacity building in
ASEAN countries. They are a strong supporter of the EU digital sus-
tainable connectivity (Digital Strategy), which also reflects a concern
about potential misuse or dominance by some states of artificial intel-
ligence, data privacy, and in the end the so-called digital sovereignty of
countries in the Indo-Pacific.

5.2.2. Digital infrastructure: The foundation of the digital economy and
society

Digital inclusion and enhanced digital resilience can only be ach-
ieved with the availability of that hard infrastructure, which remains a
basic need in rural areas of many Indo-Pacific countries.
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Telecommunications networks are the backbone of digitalization, while
phones and data packages can bring more citizens online. This agenda
remains a weak spot in the European agendas, also when considering a
wider variety of instruments beyond digital development cooperation
specifically. An exception that should also inspire EU action in the Indo-
Pacific, is the involvement of the European Investment Bank (EIB) in
improving the telecom infrastructure and connectivity in Africa through
the EU-Africa Infrastructure Trust Fund. Between 2015 and 2020 it
sponsored projects worth about €120 million, such as the expansion of
telecom infrastructure in Kenya, the construction of solar-powered
mobile towers in Sub-Saharan Africa especially the DRC, and the
expanding high-speed internet access in cities across Angola.

The South Korean New Southern Policy does include a stronger ‘hard
infrastructure’ element. It aims at strengthening relations with new
southern countries (ASEAN and India) to achieve co-prosperity of the
Korean Peninsula and Southeast Asia. Part of this policy is the 2019 5G
+ Strategy for the realisation of innovation and growth initiative, which
seeks to further cooperation between 5G mobile communication, K-
smart (Smart City, Smart Factory, Smart Farm), and Korea Start-up
Centre are in progress between South Korea, ASEAN countries and
India. During the special summit in 2019, bilateral agreements on eco-
nomic cooperation were reached between South Korea and several
ASEAN countries. On smart cities, this involves sharing of know-how
with Singapore, and cooperation with Vietnam and Brunei, on science
and technology cooperation with Thailand, and ICT cooperation with
Malaysia and Brunei.

For its part, China has been responding to the basic need for hard
infrastructure in the developing world, providing the donor countries
with the necessary digital infrastructure. While China’s digital silk road
initiative has spent almost $80 billion in projects around the world and
billions on African digital and telecommunications infrastructure, data
centers and so-called smart cities since its inception in 2015, a lot of it is
in the form of direct Chinese telecom company investments and another
in market-level loans, which has led to debt crises in many countries in
Africa (Prasso, 2019). The most severe problem for Africa and a chance
for Europe is that China has already used the Chinese-build IT infra-
structure to spy on governments and international institutions in Africa,
and accusations of an “authoritarian future for the internet” if China is in
control of core IT infrastructure (CyberLaw (2018), Rahn (2019)).

The EU has also begun a number of projects in cooperation with
countries in Asia as well as in Africa. Some D4D projects intend to
improve cybersecurity norms and regulations®. The Global Action on
Cybercrime Extended (GLACY)+ (Council of Europe, 2020a) aims at
strengthening legal and policing institutions to combat cybercrime and
is jointly funded by the European Union and the Council of Europe and
implemented by the latter. While the geographic focus of GLACY
(2013-2016) and GLACY~+ (2016-2024) is more on African countries, it
does include projects in the Philippines and Sri Lanka. One reason why it
has so far not been extended to more countries in the Indo-Pacific is that
it aims at assisting signatories of the Budapest Convention on Cyber-
crime (Council of Europe, 2001) to implement policing of cybercrime
and cybercrime legislation, and as of July 2021, only two Indo-Pacific

6 Examples are Cyber4Dev (2018 and 2021), a project to promote cyber-
resilience and cybersecurity in cooperation with the British, Dutch, and Esto-
nian governments, with projects in Vietnam, Thailand, Sri Lanka, Laos,
Cambodia and the Philippines, as well as in Kenya, the DRC, Rwanda and
Mauritius. Other African projects are the West African Response on Cyberse-
curity and Fight Against Cybercrime (OCWAR-C) (European External Action
Service (EEAS), 2019) aims at enhancing security and combat cyber-crime in
the ECOWAS region, and two joint EU and the Council of Europe projects
CyberSouth (Council of Europe, 2020b) in Northern Africa.
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developing countries, namely the Philippines and Sri Lanka, have signed
the Budapest Convention’. The European Union and the CoE should
make stronger efforts to encourage more countries in the Indo-Pacific to
sign the Budapest Convention, as cybercrime is certainly an area where
both Europe and countries in the Indo-Pacific can benefit most, as we
can see in Africa®.

The EU and its member states need to act more assertively and
become more active in submitting proposals in internet governance
bodies such as the ITU that align with the EU’s digital strategy. This is a
crucial step to further a democratic decision-making process rather than
a process that is dominated by a few large players. European proposals
can offer an alternative to the Chinese proposals — as well as the current
internet design, which largely benefits US Big Tech — and illustrate the
appeal of the ‘third way’ of Europe that emphasises a so-called ‘human-
centered approach’ to regulation (e.g. of data and artificial intelligence)
that promotes openness, inclusiveness and transparency, and includes a
strong focus on ethics’.

First steps in this direction are already being made, by way of the
Next Generation Internet (NGI) initiative, which is dedicated to
‘fostering a vibrant Open Internet movement that links research, policy
and society for the benefit of society.” The EU could take this initiative to
the Indo-Pacific and stands to benefit from further cooperation with like-
minded countries such as South Korea, Japan and Singapore, whose
support will be needed to succeed with implementing this vision to
reshape the internet.

5.3. Digital transformation of businesses

The EU has already begun to cooperate with India on certain aspects
of the digital transformation of business, especially fin tech. India’s
potential for digital development cooperation stems largely from its
domestic experience with the use of digital tools to spur development.
This includes efforts to enhance digital financial inclusion — including
through the use of digital payment systems — which achieved remarkable
successes in various Indian states. The question now is whether this
success can be exported abroad.

This provides an opportunity for European digital development
cooperation that could embark on exporting hard and soft digital Fin-
Tech infrastructures to the Indo-Pacific region, including through
trilateral digital cooperation with India. In doing so, the EU can promote
its human-centred approach to the digital domain. The rise and expan-
sion of FinTech in the Indo-Pacific region is fundamentally driven by a
large significant share of the population which is unbanked but requires
financial services. Internet connectivity is rising, but considerable gaps
still exist between urban and rural areas (International Telecommuni-
cation Union (ITU), 2020). Potential exists to adapt and export the range
of India’s FinTech and related public digital platforms. Countries across
the Indo-Pacific Asia that are experiencing similar challenges can draw
insights from the India Stack story and apply it to address policy gaps.

Beyond FinTech, trilateral digital development cooperation by Eu-
ropean countries in the Indo-Pacific region could be expanded to other
public goods and services, and partner countries. Singapore and Japan,
for example, are active on cybersecurity and cyber capacity-building,
while e-health has been a focus area for Taiwan in South-East Asia
since before the COVID-19 pandemic (Okano-Heijmans & Vosse, 2020;

7 In addition, Japan, Australia, and New Zealand are also signatories. For the
list of signatories, see: https://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/full-list
/-/conventions/treaty/185?module=signatures-by-treaty&treatynum=185.

8 See also the Policy and Regulation Initiative for Digital Africa (PRIDA) with
the African Union aims at harmonising the legal and regulatory framework for
the use of ICT for social and economic development in Africa.

 This European approach contrasts with China’s approach that prioritises
state security, and with the US approach that prioritises the interests of busi-
ness. See for example: (Dekker & Okano-Heijmans, 2020).
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Hoeksma, 2019). Improved synergies between partners that share Eu-
ropean concerns about creeping digital authoritarianism in the Indo-
Pacific is needed in order to make the most of the relatively limited
funds and action that each actor can bring to the region. Coordinated
action and synergies will also contribute to more convergence vis-a-vis
standards, given the various projects (Dekker et al., 2021).

5.4. Digitalisation of public services

There are several examples for digital development cooperation to
enhance the digitalization of public services in the Indo-Pacific region.
For example, Taiwanese efforts to improve digital connectivity abroad
focus on e-governance, capacity building by sharing experiences in
coding and enhancing policy abilities, and jointly developing ICT solu-
tions towards development in a diversity of areas such as healthcare and
agriculture. Taiwan’s DIGI + is largely domestic, aiming to advance
Taiwan as a model for smart tech innovation, but has long favored
collaborating with the private sector in third countries, and some ele-
ments of this are also taken abroad (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
Republic of China (Taiwan), 2009; Government of Taiwan International
Cooperation and Development Fund, 2010). One specific project carried
out by the Taiwanese government is the Taiwan Digital Opportunity
Center (TDOC). As part of the New Southbound Policy, the TDOC fo-
cuses on improving countries’ ICT capabilities and reducing digital di-
vides in the region (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of China
(Taiwan), 2016).

While Taiwan is by many seen as a frontrunner in the field of digital
governance, the EU and some member states have begun to implement
certain aspects of e-government that can function as a model for other
countries by way of digital development cooperation. For example,
several EU member states have developed secure digital identities for all
citizens, residents and businesses; in the Netherlands, Digi-D, which
allows citizens to identify themselves when making arrangements with
governmental, health care or educational institutions over the
internet'’. Building on this, the EU in 2021 proposed a framework for a
European digital identity that will allow citizens to access online ser-
vices with their national digital identification, which will be recognised
throughout Europe (European Commission, 2021c). Certainly, the high
level of security as well as convenience when dealing with national
administrations will be appealing to foreign governments.

The EU activities in digitalization of public services have so far
mostly remained in the area of capacity building of public servants for
example through EU-ASEAN workshops on cybercrime legislation.
Direct investment in ASEAN or more broadly Indo-Pacific digital gov-
ernment infrastructure projects have remained relatively limited. Some
in the region have argued that compared to major regional actors like
China or the global actors like the United States, apart from the recog-
nition as a norm entrepreneur exemplified in the growing influence of
the GDPR, the image of the EU in Asia might not be that of an influential
cyber power and a technological leader (Gao & Chen, 2020). Sustainable
digital connectivity provides an ideal platform for Europe to increase its
IT infrastructure investment in the Indo-Pacific'®.

6. Conclusion

As the EU and its member states embark on their own distinctive
approach to the Indo-Pacific, they should seek to contribute to open, safe
and inclusive digital connectivity and thriving digital economies in the
region. Here, as in Europe’s own neighbourhood, the aim should be to
establish mutually beneficial relationships on a broad array of digitali-
zation issues.

10 Examples are filing tax returns or scheduling Covid-tests.
11 The ASEM Sustainable Connectivity Portal seems to be an ideal model to
broaden investment with a European face.
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For now, the EU’s action in the Indo-Pacific is still catching up with
its rhetoric. Even as bilateral connectivity partnerships are being
established and the EU’s own connectivity strategy is taken global, the
EU’s action needs to be strengthened in the digital field (Council of the
European Union, 2021b). The objectives spelled out in the 2030 Digital
Compass offer an excellent framework also for Europe’s digital efforts
abroad - by way of digital development cooperation. But the Digital for
Development (D4D) strategy has lagged both in budget and staff, even if
new funds may be expected to come available through the new devel-
opment cooperation instrument (NDICI). Finally, the forthcoming
comprehensive strategy towards Africa and the strategy for cooperation
in Indo-Pacific provide a general course for action, but not yet actionable
points for digital development cooperation (European Commission,
2020). The focus of the EU and its member states’ digital cooperation
efforts has so far mainly been on cyber security and digital inclusion.

The EU would do well to also take this broad agenda to the Indo-
Pacific. In this region, trilateral digital development cooperation of
European countries for example with India in the field of digital finan-
cial inclusion could be implemented, and expanded to other public
goods and services and partner countries. Singapore and Japan are
active on cybersecurity and cyber capacity building, while e-health has
been a focus area of Taiwan in Southeast Asia since before the Covid-19
pandemic. Digital development cooperation should also be considered
in relation to other instruments (such as investment financing and in-
vestment promotion) that can help support the building of hard infra-
structure, which also need to be strengthened.

Improved synergies between partners that share European concerns
about creeping digital authoritarianism in the Indo-Pacific is needed to
make the most of the relatively limited funds and action that each actor
can bring to the region. The EU’s D4D initiative and similar digital
development cooperation programmes of EU member states should also
turn to the Indo-Pacific.
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